
HE HOUSE debate on welfare was no 
more edifying than the bill that was passed. 
One legislator compared welfare recipients to 
" “alligators,” another to “wolves.” The talk was mean. 
There was no sense that the problems of the very 
'poor will be extremely hard to solve, and little 
^attempt to learn from the many past efforts that 
were made to fix welfare. 

- ri _ The bill the Republican leadership pushed through 
"the House is not reform. It is a large budget cut 
disguised as reform. The bill cuts some $66 billion 
; t :over five years from spending on programs for the 
poor, cuts that will not go to deficit reduction but 
have been bundled up to pay for a package of unwise 
: tax cuts. Supporters of the bill say it is about 
.^“devolving” power to the states, but the states could 
shave been given ample room to experiment without 
the risks this bill entails — for state budgets as well 
as the recipients. 

'There are reports that in approaching welfare 
reform, the Senate will ignore this House bill and 
start all over again. It should. There is no question 
that the welfare system should encourage, not dis- 
courage, work; help, not harm, children in dire family 
situations; and, where possible, act in a way that can 
' diminish family breakup and illegitimacy. The leading 
: senators of both parties involved in this issue seem 
; to understand what so many House members wanted 
to deny: that these are not easy goals to reach, that 


achieving them can be expensive, and that building 
on what past successes there have been is better 
than a doctrinaire recklessness built on the pretense 
that there is no history on this subject 
In the course of the House debate, the Republi- 
cans did score solidly on one point: that welfare 
reform had been one of the premier promises of 
President Clinton’s 1992 campaign, and that it was a 
promise that went notoriously unfulfilled in the last, 
Democratic-led Congress. Mr. Clinton raised the 
public’s expectations, promising over and over to 
“end welfare as we know it.” He did, it’s true, 
eventually come up with a reasonable welfare pro- 
posal containing elements that may yet help shape 
sound legislation. But the proposal came much too 
late for enactment in the last Congress, especially 
with many Democrats dragging their feet 
By promising big and then doing nothing on 
welfare, the Democrats opened the door for the bad 
bill that passed this week. Democrats— -and the 
president in particular — must take the blame for 
that Because he has made so much political use of 
this issue, Mr. Clinton now has an obligation to do 
more than criticize from the sidelines. He also needs 
to work closely with senators in both parties to pass 
a much better bill. And he needs to make clearer 
that his past campaign statements will not stop him 
from vetoing any bill that would make an already 
flawed welfare system even worse. 




